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Abstract

This paper explores the duality of cultural representation in the works of Pearl S.
Buck, focusing on how she constructs the image of China through a lens that
balances stereotype and cultural empathy. Drawing on her personal experiences
growing up in China, Buck offers nuanced depictions of Chinese society,
particularly rural life, that challenge prevailing Western misconceptions. Her
novels, notably The Good Earth, present Chinese characters with emotional depth
and cultural authenticity, reflecting a rare empathy for the “other” in early 20th-
century Western literature. However, the analysis also addresses the persistence of
orientalist tropes and essentialist views within her narratives, which at times
simplify or generalize complex cultural realities. By examining this tension, the
paper evaluates Buck’s role as both a cultural bridge and a product of her own
Western background, ultimately highlighting the significance of her contribution to
cross-cultural understanding despite its inherent limitations.
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Introduction

The representation of foreign cultures in literature has long been a subject of both
fascination and controversy, especially when viewed through the lens of a writer
bridging two worlds. Pearl S. Buck, an American novelist and Nobel Prize laureate,
stands as a unique figure in the literary depiction of China. Having spent much of
her early life immersed in Chinese society, Buck acquired a rare insider’s
perspective that shaped her portrayals of Chinese life, culture, and identity. Her
most celebrated works, notably The Good Earth, brought Chinese rural existence

1005 | Page



EduVision: Journal of Innovations in Pedagogy and

Educational Advancements
Volume 01, Issue 04, April, 2025
S brightmindpublishing.com
ISSN (E): 3061-6972
Licensed under CC BY 4.0 a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.

to the attention of a Western audience largely unfamiliar with the realities of the
East.

Literature Review

Scholarly interest in Pearl S. Buck’s portrayal of China has long reflected the
complexity of her position as both an insider and outsider. Early critical reception
of Buck’s work in the West was overwhelmingly positive, with The Good Earth
(1931) celebrated for its sympathetic depiction of Chinese peasant life. Critics
praised Buck’s ability to humanize Chinese characters for an American audience,
offering a rare window into a distant and often misunderstood world. Her Nobel
Prize in Literature in 1938 further validated her perceived role as a cultural
intermediary.

However, later critics, especially those writing in the postcolonial era, have
reassessed Buck’s work with a more critical eye. Scholars such as Edward Said, in
his foundational text Orientalism (1978), laid the groundwork for understanding
how even sympathetic representations of the "Other" can unconsciously reproduce
colonial hierarchies and stereotypes. Within this framework, Buck’s work has been
scrutinized for occasionally reinforcing a simplified and essentialized view of
Chinese society — often focusing on rural poverty, gender oppression, and timeless
traditions, while neglecting the diversity and dynamism of modern China.

Recent scholarship tends to adopt a more nuanced view, acknowledging both the
cultural empathy embedded in Buck’s narratives and the limitations imposed by
her Western identity and the expectations of her readership. Some researchers
emphasize the historical importance of her work in fostering cross-cultural
understanding at a time when few Americans had access to authentic images of
China. Others point out that Buck’s narratives, despite their good intentions,
sometimes fail to escape the orientalist gaze, subtly exoticizing Chinese culture and
contributing to the myth of an unchanging, backward East.

Methods

This study employs a qualitative literary analysis to examine the representation of
China in the selected works of Pearl S. Buck. The research focuses primarily on
close reading techniques, emphasizing thematic, stylistic, and imagological
analysis. Key texts analyzed include The Good Earth, East Wind: West Wind, and
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selected essays and autobiographical writings, as these works provide insight into
Buck’s evolving depiction of Chinese society.

The analysis is structured around two primary categories: manifestations of cultural
empathy and instances of stereotypical representation. For identifying elements of
cultural empathy, the study considers Buck’s portrayal of emotional depth, cultural
authenticity, and character development. Instances of stereotyping are identified
through the presence of orientalist tropes, essentialist characterizations, and
generalized depictions of Chinese traditions and social structures.

Secondary sources, including postcolonial theory (especially the framework
established by Edward Said) and imagological studies, are incorporated to
contextualize the findings. Scholarly criticism on Buck’s work, both historical and
contemporary, is also reviewed to situate the analysis within broader academic
discussions.

By integrating close textual analysis with theoretical approaches from cultural
studies and 1magology, the study seeks to provide a balanced evaluation of how
Buck navigates the delicate boundary between understanding and othering in her
representation of China.

Results

The analysis of Pearl S. Buck’s major works, particularly The Good Earth and East
Wind: West Wind, reveals a complex and layered image of China. On one hand,
Buck portrays Chinese peasants and traditional life with notable cultural empathy,
highlighting universal human emotions and struggles. Her characters demonstrate
resilience, dignity, and emotional richness that resonate with readers across cultural
boundaries. On the other hand, certain patterns of representation — including a
focus on rural poverty, gender oppression, and an unchanging cultural backdrop —
align with orientalist stereotypes that simplify and essentialize Chinese society.
Thus, the findings confirm that Buck’s depiction of China exists at an intersection:
while she humanizes Chinese characters and challenges overtly exotic stereotypes,
she also inadvertently reinforces some simplified Western narratives about the East.

Analysis
Close reading of The Good Earth reveals Buck’s profound emotional engagement
with her characters. Wang Lung and O-Lan are not treated as exotic figures but
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rather as deeply human individuals whose hopes, fears, and ambitions mirror those
of people everywhere. Buck's attention to daily routines, seasonal rhythms, and the
intimate struggles of rural life reflect a genuine effort to portray Chinese culture
from within rather than from above.

However, Buck’s emphasis on the timelessness and universality of rural hardship
can obscure the socio-political diversity of China during the early 20th century.
While historical realities such as warlords, foreign influence, and political
revolution are occasionally mentioned, they remain peripheral to the central
narrative of timeless agrarian existence. This contributes to an image of China as
static and unchanging, a common theme in orientalist literature.

In East Wind: West Wind, Buck explores the tension between tradition and
modernity through the character of Kwei-lan, a young Chinese woman navigating
the conflicting expectations of family loyalty and individual freedom. While the
novel shows sensitivity toward Kwei-lan’s internal conflict, it also tends to frame
modernization — often associated with Western values — as a necessary and
inevitable improvement over traditional Chinese customs.

Moreover, while Buck demonstrates cultural empathy in her depictions of ordinary
life and emotional realities, her representation of Chinese women often leans
toward portraying them as passive sufferers. This depiction, though partially rooted
in historical realities, risks reinforcing Western stereotypes of Asian women as
victims of their own cultures.

Discussion

The results and analysis suggest that Pearl Buck occupies a complex and
transitional space in the history of Western literary representations of China. Her
work marks a significant departure from earlier, more overtly exotic and
dehumanizing portrayals of the East. Buck’s Chinese characters are not "others" to
be marveled at or feared; they are recognizably human, capable of the full range of
emotional and ethical experiences.

At the same time, Buck’s narratives do not fully escape the orientalist frameworks
of her time. By predominantly focusing on rural, traditional life, and by depicting
modernization as a Western import, she subtly reinforces the idea of a stagnant East
awaiting salvation through Western influence. Her perspective, shaped by both her
intimate knowledge of Chinese life and her position as a Westerner writing for a
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Western audience, inevitably carries the contradictions inherent in cross-cultural
representation.

Ultimately, Buck’s work contributes meaningfully to cross-cultural understanding,
even as it reflects the limitations and biases of its historical context. Her portrayals
opened a space for empathy where before there had been little but
misunderstanding. Yet, as with all cultural mediations, her representations must be
read critically, with attention to both their humanizing insights and their inadvertent
perpetuation of simplified images.

Conclusion

Pearl S. Buck’s literary portrayal of China represents a significant, though complex,
contribution to Western understanding of Chinese culture in the early 20th century.
Her works bridge two worlds — offering a vision of China rooted in emotional
depth, cultural empathy, and human universality, while at the same time reflecting
certain stereotypes and orientalist perspectives shaped by her background and
intended readership.

Through close analysis of novels such as The Good Earth and East Wind: West
Wind, it becomes evident that Buck challenges the dehumanizing depictions of the
East prevalent in Western literature of her time. She invites readers to see Chinese
characters not as exoticized others, but as individuals whose lives, struggles, and
emotions mirror those of humanity at large.
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